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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Dialectical Behavior Therapy
(DBT) on emotional eating and sexual self-concept among women with binge eating disorder
and metabolic syndrome accompanied by abdominal obesity. This study employed a quasi-
experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group. The statistical population consisted
of women with binge eating disorder and metabolic syndrome with abdominal obesity who
referred to Saraye Aramesh Niyan Psychological Counseling Center in Tehran in 2026. Thirty
participants were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned into
experimental and control groups. The experimental group received 20 sessions of 120-minute
DBT intervention, whereas the control group received no intervention. Data collection
instruments included the Salzburg Emotional Eating Scale (SEES), Multidimensional Sexual
Self-Concept Questionnaire (MSSCQ), and Binge Eating Scale (BES). Data were analyzed
using multivariate and univariate analyses of covariance. The results demonstrated that DBT
significantly reduced emotional eating and improved sexual self-concept among women with
binge eating disorder and metabolic syndrome with abdominal obesity. For emotional eating,
the ANCOVA results showed F=16.321 with an effect size of 0.711, indicating substantial
treatment effectiveness. In addition, for sexual self-concept, F=17.031 and an effect size of
0.776 were obtained. Tukey post hoc test results further indicated significant differences
between the experimental and control groups at P<0.01, favoring the experimental group in
both variables. The findings suggest that Dialectical Behavior Therapy is an effective
intervention for reducing emotional eating and enhancing sexual self-concept in women with
binge eating disorder and metabolic syndrome associated with abdominal obesity. DBT skills,
including emotional regulation, distress tolerance, and mindfulness, contributed to improved
emotional control and more positive self-perceptions among participants. Therefore, the
integration of DBT into psychological and clinical treatment programs for this population is
recommended.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Binge-eating disorder (BED) is recognized as one of the most prevalent eating disorders and is characterized
by recurrent episodes of excessive food consumption accompanied by a subjective sense of loss of control.
Unlike compensatory behaviors observed in bulimia nervosa, individuals with BED frequently experience
shame, guilt, emotional distress, and impaired psychosocial functioning after binge-eating episodes. Recent
evidence suggests that BED is strongly associated with obesity, metabolic syndrome, emotional dysregulation,
and disturbances in self-perception (Smith & Goldschmidt, 2024). The global increase in obesity and
metabolic complications has intensified scientific attention toward psychological mechanisms underlying
maladaptive eating behaviors. Epidemiological investigations indicate that obesity and elevated body mass
index contribute substantially to the burden of chronic physical and psychological diseases worldwide (Dai et
al., 2020). In addition, worldwide trends demonstrate a simultaneous increase in obesity and malnutrition
across populations, particularly among women experiencing eating-related disturbances (Chong et al., 2023).
Emotional eating has been identified as a central mechanism in the maintenance of binge-eating behaviors.
Individuals with BED frequently consume food in response to negative emotional states such as anxiety,
sadness, anger, and shame rather than physiological hunger (Meule et al., 2018). Emotional dysregulation
plays acrucial role in the onset and persistence of binge-eating symptoms because eating becomes an avoidant
coping strategy used to reduce psychological distress. However, this temporary emotional relief is often
followed by self-criticism and emotional discomfort, thereby reinforcing the binge-eating cycle. Research has
further demonstrated that restrictive dietary practices and rigid attempts to control body weight may
paradoxically maintain binge-eating pathology (Bartholomay et al., 2024). Moreover, impairments in
executive functioning, emotional awareness, and impulse control are common among individuals with BED
and may negatively affect treatment outcomes (Goldschmidt et al., 2024).

Another important psychological domain associated with BED is sexual self-concept. Women with binge-
eating symptoms frequently report dissatisfaction with body image, reduced self-esteem, impaired
interpersonal relationships, and negative attitudes toward their physical attractiveness and sexual identity.
Concerns regarding body shape and weight are significantly associated with greater eating pathology and
poorer psychological functioning (Forney et al., 2024). These difficulties are particularly prominent among
women with abdominal obesity and metabolic syndrome, as social stigma and internalized shame related to
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body appearance may intensify emotional distress and negatively influence self-worth. In addition, women
experiencing obesity-related conditions such as polycystic ovary syndrome demonstrate higher rates of binge-
eating disorder and bulimia nervosa compared to the general population (Cooney et al., 2024). Such findings
suggest that BED is a multidimensional disorder involving complex interactions among emotional, biological,
behavioral, and social factors.

Although several psychological interventions have been developed for BED, a considerable proportion of
patients continue to experience persistent symptoms despite receiving treatment (Smith & Goldschmidt,
2024). Therefore, identifying therapeutic approaches capable of targeting emotional dysregulation and
maladaptive coping remains essential. Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT) has emerged as a promising
intervention for eating disorders because of its emphasis on mindfulness, emotional regulation, distress
tolerance, and interpersonal effectiveness (Ben-Porath et al., 2025). DBT conceptualizes maladaptive eating
behaviors as dysfunctional attempts to regulate overwhelming emotional experiences. Through the acquisition
of adaptive coping skKills, individuals learn to tolerate distress and regulate emotions without relying on
impulsive behaviors such as binge eating.

Previous studies have supported the effectiveness of DBT for reducing binge-eating symptoms and improving
emotional functioning. Chen and colleagues demonstrated that DBT significantly reduced binge-eating
severity and improved emotional regulation among individuals with BED (Chen et al., 2017). Similarly, De
Souza and colleagues reported that DBT-based skills training reduced problematic eating behaviors and
enhanced adaptive eating patterns among individuals with obesity (De Souza et al., 2019). More recent
evidence also suggests that group DBT may reduce binge-eating symptoms through improvements in
emotional dysregulation and alexithymia (Zompa et al., 2025). Furthermore, studies examining the temporal
patterns of binge eating indicate that episodes of loss-of-control eating frequently intensify during evening
hours and are closely linked to negative emotional states (Bottera et al., 2024). These findings underscore the
importance of interventions targeting emotional regulation and distress tolerance skills. Despite growing
evidence regarding the effectiveness of DBT for binge-eating symptoms, limited research has specifically
examined its impact on sexual self-concept among women with BED and metabolic syndrome. Therefore, the
present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Dialectical Behavior Therapy on emotional eating and
sexual self-concept among women with binge-eating disorder and metabolic syndrome with abdominal
obesity.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design using a pretest-posttest format with a control group.
The statistical population consisted of women diagnosed with binge-eating disorder and metabolic syndrome
with abdominal obesity who referred to Saraye Aramesh Niyan Psychological Counseling Center in Tehran
during 2026. Thirty participants were selected using purposive sampling based on the inclusion criteria and
were randomly assigned into an experimental group and a control group, with 15 participants in each group.
Following participant attrition, 14 participants in the experimental group completed the treatment process
successfully, and the same number was retained in the control group to maintain group equivalence.

The inclusion criteria included informed consent, age range between 18 and 50 years, abdominal obesity with
waist circumference above 88 centimeters, and the presence of at least two metabolic syndrome indicators such
as elevated triglycerides, reduced HDL cholesterol, hypertension, or elevated fasting blood glucose.
Participants were required not to receive simultaneous psychological or nutritional interventions during the
study period. Individuals with severe psychiatric disorders, substance abuse, uncontrolled medical conditions,
or major neurological disorders were excluded from participation.

The experimental group received Dialectical Behavior Therapy in 20 sessions of 120 minutes each. The
intervention protocol included mindfulness skills, emotional regulation training, distress tolerance techniques,
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crisis management skills, acceptance strategies, and behavioral exercises designed to reduce emotional eating
and improve adaptive coping. The control group did not receive any intervention during the study period.
Data collection was conducted using the Salzburg Emotional Eating Scale (SEES), the Multidimensional
Sexual Self-Concept Questionnaire (MSSCQ), and the Binge Eating Scale (BES). The SEES assessed
emotional eating responses associated with emotions such as sadness, anxiety, anger, and happiness. The
MSSCQ measured dimensions of sexual self-concept, including sexual self-esteem, sexual anxiety, sexual
satisfaction, and sexual assertiveness. The BES was used to evaluate the severity of binge-eating symptoms
and associated cognitions and behaviors. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, multivariate analysis
of covariance (MANCOVA), and univariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA).

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated that in the posttest phase, the mean score of emotional eating in the control
group was 87.21 with a standard deviation of 1.762, whereas the experimental group obtained a lower mean
score of 85.27 with a standard deviation of 1.731. Regarding sexual self-concept, the control group
demonstrated a mean score of 39.79 with a standard deviation of 2.992, while the experimental group obtained
a higher mean score of 42.86 with a standard deviation of 2.656. These descriptive findings suggested that
participants receiving DBT demonstrated lower emotional eating and improved sexual self-concept compared
to the control group.

Prior to conducting covariance analyses, statistical assumptions were examined. Results of Box’s M test
indicated that the covariance matrices were homogeneous, as the significance level was greater than 0.05.
Levene’s test further demonstrated homogeneity of variances for emotional eating and sexual self-concept
variables. Regression slope analyses confirmed the assumption of homogeneity of regression slopes, indicating
that covariance analysis could be appropriately performed.

Results of ANCOVA demonstrated that Dialectical Behavior Therapy had a statistically significant effect on
emotional eating among women with binge-eating disorder and metabolic syndrome with abdominal obesity.
The obtained F value for emotional eating was 16.321 with an effect size of 0.711, indicating a substantial
reduction in emotional eating among participants in the experimental group. Furthermore, DBT significantly
improved sexual self-concept, with an F value of 17.031 and an effect size of 0.776. Post hoc Tukey analyses
confirmed that the differences between the experimental and control groups were statistically significant at the
0.01 level for both variables.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that Dialectical Behavior Therapy significantly reduced
emotional eating and improved sexual self-concept among women with binge-eating disorder and metabolic
syndrome with abdominal obesity. These findings suggest that DBT effectively addresses emotional
dysregulation, impulsive eating behaviors, and negative self-perceptions associated with binge eating. Through
mindfulness training, emotional regulation strategies, and distress tolerance skills, participants learned to
identify and manage emotional experiences without relying on maladaptive eating behaviors as a coping
mechanism.

The reduction in emotional eating observed in the experimental group may be explained by the emphasis of
DBT on increasing awareness of emotional states and decreasing experiential avoidance. Individuals with
binge-eating disorder frequently use food consumption as a strategy for escaping negative emotional
experiences. DBT helps individuals tolerate distress, regulate emotions, and respond to emotional triggers in
more adaptive ways. As a result, participants become less dependent on binge eating as a method of emotional
relief.

The improvement in sexual self-concept may also be attributed to enhanced emotional acceptance and reduced
self-criticism following treatment. Women with binge-eating disorder and abdominal obesity often experience
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body dissatisfaction, shame, and negative self-evaluations that impair interpersonal and sexual functioning.
DBT encourages self-acceptance and nonjudgmental awareness, enabling individuals to develop healthier
attitudes toward their bodies and personal identities. Increased emotional stability and reduced shame may
therefore contribute to more positive sexual self-perceptions and improved psychological well-being.

Overall, the findings indicate that Dialectical Behavior Therapy represents an effective psychological
intervention for women with binge-eating disorder and metabolic syndrome with abdominal obesity. By
targeting emotional dysregulation and maladaptive coping patterns, DBT not only reduces emotional eating
behaviors but also enhances self-perception and emotional functioning. These findings highlight the
importance of integrating emotion-focused therapeutic approaches into clinical interventions designed for
individuals experiencing binge-eating pathology and obesity-related psychological difficulties.
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